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What Is Meant by Christian Burial 


Saint Paul has told us, “* There is the natural body, 
and there is the spiritual body.” The natural body is 
the temple of the spirit. Through 
The Body it we express ourselves, and its 
and the Spirit ery appearance and condition 
may well depend on the quality of the spirit which 
inhabits it. All of its animation, beauty and mean- 
ing comes to it from the spirit. When the spirit 
leaves, the natural body is like an empty house. 

The Psalmist says: — ‘‘ The days of man are but 
as grass, for he flourisheth as a flower of the field. 
For as soon as the wind goeth over it, it is gone; 
and the place thereof shall know it no more.” That 
is another way of saying that the natural body is a 
fragile thing, short-lived. It reminds us that we 
must give back to the earth those minerals and salts 
which have been lent to us during the short period 
when we have use for blood, flesh and bone. 

The Christian answer to this is proclaimed in 
the Burial Service. We are told that death is not the 
end and that we may confidently live every day of 
this mortal life in the faith that we shall live for- 
ever. Death does mean the end of the natural body, 
which will never be used again. But the spirit which 
has used this fragile temple goes on from strength 
to strength in ever greater service in God’s heavenly 
kingdom. That is why Saint Paul’s words mean so 
much to us: — “Be ye steadfast, unmovable, al- 
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ways abounding in the work of the Lord, forasmuch 
as ye know that your labour is not in vain in the 
Lord.” 

Christian Burial is concerned with the spirit, 
which has gone on to the life of greater service. The 
Lessons, psalms and prayers all stress this. The 
teachings of the Church urge us to think of the new 
life which is opening for the departed and not of his 
lifeless body, which is no longer of any use. A truly 
Christian burial service is one at which every person 
is thinking of that new life which has begun for 
the departed and is praying that God will give 
strength and faith to those in sorrow. 


When death comes, the bereaved should promptly 
notify their rector. He can give them great spiritual 
Burial facen help. He can also assist in many 
she Chiarch other ways, such as making arrange- 

ments for the burial service and giv- 
ing them impartial advice in the matter of choosing 
a funeral director. It is important to choose a 
funeral director who is noted for courtesy, fairness 
and integrity, and it is advisable to do this long 
before death occurs. 

Since Christian Burial is concerned with the 
spirit, we who are Christians should do everything 
possible to make the service spiritual. The Book of 
Common Prayer assumes that the service will take 
place in a Church, just as Holy Baptism, Confirma- 
tion and Holy Matrimony should all be centered in 
the Church. There are two good reasons for this. 
First, the facilities are better than they almost ever 


[4] 


are in a home. There are no seating problems. The 
bereaved do not have to act as hosts. People can go in 
and out with ease, and there is no problem in mov- 
ing the casket. The clergyman can enter and leave 
the Church without threading his way through a 
clutter of folding chairs. Moreover, the acoustics 
are better, and his voice can be heard plainly by 
everyone present. The casket is placed at a distance 
from the people, and the eyes of those present in- 
stinctively rise to the Altar with its Cross. 

Still more important, the Church creates an at- 
mosphere which is both spiritual and triumphant. 
There is the Cross with its message of Christ’s love 
for us and His victory over death. There is the 
beauty of the candles. There is the quality of peace 
which imparts new strength to those in sorrow. 
Everything about the Church lifts men’s thoughts 
above the darkness of this world to the glory of 
God’s eternal Kingdom. 

Ordinarily the clergyman meets the casket at the 
Church door, precedes it down the aisle, and ac- 
companies it to the hearse at the close of the service. 
Sometimes the family follows the casket both in and 
out. This, however, is not a rule, and families often 
prefer to enter and leave by a side door. Whenever 
possible the casket should be covered with a pall, 
which is democratic and allows men no opportunity 
to distinguish between a costly casket and an in- 
expensive one. The great purpose of the service is 
to take men’s minds away from the casket, away 
from the body of the deceased, and lift them up to 
the glory of the Eternal. 


ey a 


Attendance at funerals is often small, especially 
in the case of older people, but this is no argument 
against a Church service. After all, numbers mean 
nothing in the sight of God, and we should not for- 
get the presence of invisible witnesses who have 
known and loved the departed and who have pre- 
ceded him into lives of perfect service in God’s 
heavenly kingdom. Frequently a very small funeral 
has greater dignity and beauty than a large one 
attended by crowds of casual friends. 


The words of the Burial Service are among the most 
glorious ever written. Here, in a group of Lessons, 
The Perfect psalms and prayers, is the Christian 
Tribute answer to death. The service com- 
bines both tragedy and victory. 
Through the beauty of the words runs the spirit of 
a triumphant faith, a faith which declares that 
nothing, not even death itself, can separate us from 
the love of God. 

Any additional words on the part of the clergy- 
man would tend to be out of place, robbing the 
service of its perfection. That is why, in the Epis- 
copal Church, there is ordinarily no eulogy. The 
service is the same for all, for rich and poor, for 
those who have succeeded in life and those who 
have failed, and the poorest tramp is given exactly 
the same service as would be given a king. Eulogies 
are bound to vary. One man receives a longer and 
more glowing tribute than does someone else. But 
the Burial Service is the same for all. God alone is 
our final Judge. 
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Music, however, increases the beauty of the 
service. Although a trained choir may be used, 
simple organ music before and after the service is 
usually enough. Triumphant, not gloomy, hymns 
are most helpful because they lift men’s minds 
from the changing to the Unchanged, from passing 
things to Him who is from everlasting to everlasting. 

A Requiem Eucharist or Holy Communion for 
the soul of the departed can be of profound spiritual 
help. The Book of Common Prayer provides a 
special Collect, Epistle and Gospel for such a service, 
and nowhere do we have a deeper sense of oneness 
with our departed loved ones than at Holy Com- 
munion, when we join with all the company of 
heaven in glorifying our Creator. Our prayers are 
joined to those of the Communion of Saints, and 
the transcendence of prayer is a link between this 
world and the next. In the Burial Service we pray 
for the souls of the departed, and many people 
include such prayers in their daily devotions. 


As Christians, we believe that the body is the temple 
of the spirit, and that when the spirit leaves, the 
body is like an empty house. Com- 
pounded of minerals and salts, it is 
used clay which must be restored to 
the earth from which it came. Christian Burial is 
concerned with the spirit, not with the lifeless body, 
and the Church’s sole concern for the latter is that 
it should be restored to the earth with dignity and 
reverence. To open the casket and expose the body 
to public view would not be in keeping with the 
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The Empty 


House 


atmosphere of the service. In Church the casket 
should be kept closed, and the same should be true 
in the home or funeral parlor. Contrary to general 
opinion, many undertakers declare that, if they had 
their way, they would never open a casket. It is a 
fact that after death the body seems to lose the dis- 
tinguishing features which once gave it personality. 
The animation is gone, the spirit plainly has de- 
parted. Many people prefer to remember their 
friends as they last saw them while alive, and to 
keep the casket closed is to spare the family a heart- 
rending experience as well as to lift men’s minds 
above the plane of this world to the things that are 
eternal. 

In the disposal of the body, there is an unfor- 
tunate attempt these days to cheat the earth by 
means of concrete vault and metal casket. People 
sometimes treat the body as though it were still the 
person, instead of the used clay it really is. Metal 
caskets and vaults are expensive, greatly increasing 
the cost of a funeral. They cannot, of course, pre- 
vent the final return of the body to the earth. The 
Church teaches that the body should be buried with 
simplicity and reverence, and this can be done just 
as decently in an inexpensive wooden casket as with 
the most lavish use of metal and concrete. God has 
given us our bodies, and it is fitting that they should 
be returned to the earth which God made. 

Cremation is an ancient method of disposing of 
the body, and it is often practiced today, especially 
among city dwellers. Those who favor it prefer to 
have the body reduced to ashes at once, instead of 
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leaving it to the more gradual processes of nature. 
The Burial Service is held in the usual way, except 
that the clergyman reads the Committal in the 
crematory or at the time when the ashes are interred 
in the grave. 

Whichever method is chosen for the disposal of 
the body, it is the spirit that matters. We pray for 
the soul of the departed. We pray that God will 
vouchsafe him light and rest, peace and refresh- 


ment, joy and consolation, in the eternal presence 
of Christ. 


Few people would wish for themselves a costly 
funeral. It is those who are left behind who pay 
What About /arge sums in order to show their 
Expenses? respect for the deceased. First, there 
is the money involved in buying a 
casket and vault. As has been pointed out, even 
the most expensive casket cannot prevent for long 
the return of the body to the earth. Metal corrodes 
in time, and concrete breaks. The money saved by 
buying an inexpensive casket and outside box could 
be used for the benefit of the family of the deceased, 
or devoted to charity, or given toward some fitting 
memorial in the Church. There is nothing disre- 
spectful about an inexpensive wooden casket. In 
appearance it does not differ appreciably from the 
most costly one, and, whenever possible, either 
should be covered with a pall. It is altogether in 
keeping with the Church’s conception of what is 
meant by Christian Burial. 
Secondly, there are the flowers. Vast sums are oc- 
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casionally spent on flowers, and flowers are a very 
transient tribute. It would seem more fitting to 
have all this money used for a lasting memorial to 
the deceased. Many people think that a memorial 
must be expensive, such as a stained glass window 
or an organ involving hundreds of dollars. But 
there are also fitting memorials which cost only a 
fraction of that sum. A chancel prayer book or 
hymnal, inscribed with the name of the deceased, 
can be bought for a comparatively small amount. 
Altar hangings may be given, or books for the 
Church School. The memorial may take the form 
of a gift to the Rector’s Discretionary Fund, or to 
a Church camp, or to one of the many charities 
sponsored by the Church. There is a vast range 
here, and any of these gifts serve not as a transient 
tribute but as a tribute which can be used and 
appreciated for years. 

An inexpensive funeral is not a sign of disrespect 
for the deceased. Instead, it shows that we, as 
Christians, are concerned not with the lifeless body 
but with the living soul. We give back to the earth 
the things which came from the earth and belong 
to it. We consign to God the eternal soul, which 
God made and which God has promised shall never 
perish. And, in doing so, we praise God, knowing 
that neither death nor life shall be able to separate 
us from His everlasting love. 


* 
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pravers for the Meparted 


May the souls of the faithful departed, through 
the mercy of God, rest in peace, and may light per- 
petual shine upon them. May the place of waiting 
be to them refreshment, light and endless growth, 
the face of God transforming them more and 
more unto Himself; through Jesus Christ our 
Lord. Amen. 


O Eternal Lord God, who holdest all souls in life; 
Vouchsafe, we beseech thee, to thy whole Church 
in paradise and on earth, thy light and thy peace; 
and grant that we, following the good examples 
of those who have served thee here and are now 
at rest, may at the last enter with them into 
thine unending joy; through Jesus Christ our 
Lord. Amen. 


Almighty God, we entrust all who are dear to us 
to thy never-failing care and love, for this life and 
the life to come; knowing that thou art doing for 
them better things than we can desire or pray for; 
through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen. 


O God, from whose love neither space nor time 
can separate us; We thank thee that those who are 
absent from us are still present with thee. We trust 
them to thy loving care, knowing that underneath 
are thine everlasting arms; and beseeching thee to 
grant that both they and we, drawing nearer unto 
thee, may be drawn nearer to one another; through 
Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen. 
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O God, who bindest us to life by holy and tender 
ties; We gratefully recall all that our beloved one 
was to us; all that he stood for in the world. May 
we live even more constantly in the companionship 
of his spirit, and carry out, in the old spheres in 
which we together moved, so much of his purpose 
as we can. May we be kind to the friends he loved; 
devoted to the community in which he lived; loyal 
to the causes which he served. Thus in our life may 
he still live on, to our own comfort, and the wel- 
fare of thy world; through Jesus Christ our Lord. 
Amen. 


O Lord, the God of mercy, unto whom all live; 
Vouchsafe, we beseech thee, unto this our loved 
one, a place of refreshment, rest, and the light of 
everlasting glory, where the light of thy Presence 
shineth for evermore. And grant that finally we 
may be united with him in the joy of thine eternal 
glory; through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen. 


Into thy hands, O merciful Saviour, we com- 
mend the soul of thy servant, now departed from 
the body. Acknowledge, we humbly beseech thee, 
a sheep of thine own fold, a lamb of thine own 
flock, a sinner of thine own redeeming. Receive 
him into the arms of thy mercy, into the blessed 
rest of everlasting peace, and into the glorious com- 
pany of the saints in light. Amen. 
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